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Abstract: This article argues that the dendritic (tree-like) or traditional model of 
Christian origins must be replaced with a plectic (braid-like) model. The dendritic 
model assumes that Christianity began at a specific point in both time and space—in 
the person of “Jesus of Nazareth’ —and then branched out to form the various ancient 
sects of Christianity. This article asks: What if the numerous forms of “Christianity” 
did not all derive from a_ single historical figure? What if these earliest 
“Christianities” arose in the same way that the different forms and varieties of 
Egyptian, Indic, and Greco-Roman religions evolved? A new paradigm is proposed 
where the various forms of Christianity can be envisioned as forming by the 
coalescence of various threads (or trajectories) of religious tradition. Some of the 
threads may trace back into the mists of prehistory, others may trace to the turn of the 
current era, and still others may have begun in the second or third centuries CE. Not 
all early forms of Christianity contained the same threads. Not all threads stayed in 
the braid for long, and still others continued into the present. After entering the braid, 
threads of tradition evolved, bifurcated, branched off; or were absorbed into other 
traditions. Clearly, this is what we see happening today as multitudinous sects, cults, 
and denominations continue to arise and go extinct. As in historical geology, so too in 
religious history: The present is the key to the past. 


Keywords: Historical Jesus, Paradigm shift, Christian origins, History of religions, Historical 
models 


Introduction 


n the present paper, an attempt is made to create a new research model that 
will allow social-scientific investigations of the origins of Christianity. 
What follows is a complex hypothesis that incorporates many simpler 
hypotheses. As in all science, hypotheses are proposed for the purpose of 
explaining observed facts. Not all such hypotheses will be equally supported 
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by evidence, and a few may actually depend upon logical inference rather than 
observation. This new paradigmatic model will have to be subjected to 
rigorous testing, and it will have to be modified when necessary to accord 
with newly discovered evidence. 

Because Historical Jesus studies have always been fundamental in 
discussions of Christian origins, it is worth remembering the conclusions 
drawn by Albert Schweitzer in the second edition (1913) of The Quest of the 
Historical Jesus: “There is nothing more negative than the result of the critical 
study of the Life of Jesus,” he noted—perhaps sadly. “The Jesus of Nazareth 
who came forward publicly as the Messiah, who preached the ethic of the 
kingdom of God, who founded the kingdom of heaven upon earth, and died to 
give his work its final consecration, never existed. He is a figure designed by 
rationalism, endowed with life by liberalism, and clothed by modern theology 
in a historical garb.’””' In other words, the “Historical Jesus” has only existed in 
the imagination of scholars. A man who actually lived has not been found. 

Schweitzer summed up his survey of with what sounded like an 
admission of defeat: 


The study of the Life of Jesus has had a curious history. It set out in quest 
of the historical Jesus, believing that when it had found him it could bring 
him straight into our time as a teacher and savior. It loosed the bands by 
which for centuries he had been riveted to the stony rocks of ecclesiastical 
doctrine....But he did not stay; he passed by our time and returned to his 
own. What surprised and dismayed the theology of the last forty years was 
that, despite all forced and arbitrary interpretations, it could not keep him 
in our time, but had to let him go. He returned to his own time by the 
same inevitable necessity by which the liberated pendulum returns to its 
original position.* 


In other words: Historical Jesus research has gone nowhere. 
The Traditional Paradigm 
Traditionally, research into Christian origins has employed what can 


be called a dendritic model. That is to say, the traditional paradigm assumes 
that the beginning, growth, and evolutionary history of Christianity mimics 


' Schweitzer, Quest of the Historical Jesus, 478. 
? Schweitzer, Quest of the Historical Jesus,478-9. 
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the growth of a tree sprouted from a single seed. Christianity began at a single 
point in space and time with Jesus of Nazareth. In the dendritic model, the 
roots of the tree represent the historical and religious factors that converged to 
shape Jesus’s personality and activate his ministry. It then grew and branched 
to form the various sects known in antiquity: Docetists, Gnostics, Ebionites, 
Nazoreans, Naasenes, Carpocratians, followers of Apollos or Paul, etc.* 

There are serious problems with the dendritic model, however. No 
compelling first century evidence for the base of the Christian tree exists. 
Jesus himself wrote no books or letters. The Letter of Jesus to King Abgar is 
an obvious forgery (perhaps by Eusebius) necessitated by the absence of 
genuine documentary evidence.* Moreover, the twelve apostles/disciples 
wrote no books or letters that can be shown to be authentic, and there are even 
letters attributed to Paul that can be shown to be forgeries.” Jesus left no 
physical evidence to document his existence. The so-called Shroud of Turin, 
Veronica’s Veil, and the multitudinous relics stored in monasteries and 
churches around the world have never been authenticated. No external first 
century witnesses noted either Jesus or his Apostles—including Justus of 
Tiberias and Philo of Alexandria who would not have likely failed to notice 
him had he existed.°’ Finally, most of the important supposed geography of 
the Gospels can be shown to be literary fiction—including Nazareth, 
Capernaum, Bethany, Bethabara, Bethpage, and Aenon.®* 


3 One example of the dendritic model is Bauckham, Jesus and the God of Israel. 

4 See for example, “The Abgar Legend.” 

> For example, Wikipedia, “Correspondence between Paul and Seneca,” and “Third 
Epistle to the Corinthians and the Acts of Paul.” 

6 Around the year 891 CE, Photius, the patriarch of Constantinople, wrote a 
monumental review of several hundred important books he had read—the Bibliotheca or 
Myriobiblon. Among the books he reviewed was The Chronicles of the Kings of the Jews, by 
Justus of Tiberias. Obviously disappointed by the work, Photius sadly recorded in Codex 33 
(author’s translation) that “of the advent of Christ, of the things that befell him one way or 
another; or of the miracles that he performed, [Justus] makes no mention” (Migne, Photius of 
Constantinople, cols. 65-66). 

7 Philo of Alexandria (ca. 20 BCE-ca. 50 CE), despite living more than three hundred 
miles from Jerusalem, was well informed of what was happening in the Jewish homeland—and 
vice-versa. He was known to Josephus, and his brother Alexander was a wealthy Roman official 
in Egypt who loaned money to Herod Agrippa I, as well as paid to have the gates of the temple 
in Jerusalem plated with silver and gold. Philo’s two nephews, Marcus and Tiberius Alexander, 
were also involved in Roman affairs. Marcus married Bernice the daughter of Herod Agrippa I 
(Bernice is mentioned in Acts 25:13, 23; 26:30). Tiberius Alexander—after renouncing 
Judaism—held the office of procurator of Judaea (46-48 CE). See Zindler, The Jesus the Jews 
Never Knew, 6. 

8 See Zindler, “Where Jesus Never Walked,” 27-55. 
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Life Lived Backwards 


Probably the most serious difficulty presented by the dendritic model 
is that according to the canonical record, the earliest New Testament writers 
appear to know the least about his life, and the latest somehow “knew” the 
most about his life. In effect, Jesus lived his life backwards. The Pauline 
epistles document only a post-mortem, risen Jesus. They record nothing of the 
man Jesus of Nazareth, only Christ the risen Lord. They mention nothing of 
Capernaum or Nazareth, of Mary or Joseph or others of Jesus’s supposed 
family and genealogy, his childhood, the supposed miracles of Jesus, his 
ethical teachings and parables, or basic details of the Passion Narrative. 
Astonishingly, they record nothing of the stories recounted in Acts 9:1—22 or 
22:6-16 of Saul’s hallucinatory experience on the road to Damascus, even 
though Paul’s trips to Damascus are alluded to in Second Corinthians 11:32 
and Galatians 1:17. 

In the oldest of the canonical Gospels, Mark (and apparently also in 
the earlier Evangelion of Marcion), we learn nothing of Jesus’s genealogy or 
the circumstances of his birth, the name of his supposed father Joseph, nor of 
his entire life before his alleged last year on earth. Most importantly, Mark (as 
well as Marcion) mention nothing of Nazareth. The claim that “Jesus came 
from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized in the Jordan by John” (Mark 1:9) 
can easily be shown to be an interpolation.” 

In the later, composite “Gospel according to Matthew,” we first learn 
of both Mary and Joseph when Jesus first acquires a genealogy. In the Syriac 
Sinaitic Palimpsest—which seems to reflect the earliest Matthean account— 
Joseph appears to be his natural father.'° The traditional Greek reading— 
although still inadequate since it still traces Jesus’s line through Joseph— 
would appear to be an alteration required after the acquisition of the Matthean 
virgin-birth legend. Unlike Mark, from which so much of Matthew’s Gospel is 
derived, Matthew “knows” of Jesus’s childhood flight into Egypt and, for the 
first time, we learn of the existence of a place called Nazareth. 

In the still-later “Gospel according to Luke,” Jesus acquires a different 
genealogy, is born in Bethlehem, and appears as a prodigy in the Temple of 
Yahweh at age twelve. In the equally late and composite “Gospel according to 


° See Zindler “Mark’s ‘Jesus from Nazareth of the Galilee’ (Jésous apo Nazaret tés 
Galilaias),” 369-388. It is likely, moreover, that the entire prologue and the John the Baptizer 
material also did not exist in Ur-Markus or in Marcion’s Evangelion. 

0 See Bensly et al., The Four Gospels in Syriac Transcribed from the Sinaitic 
Palimpsest, 5. 
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John,” we learn nothing of Jesus’s genealogy, his mother Mary, or his 
miraculous birth. In fact, we learn nothing of the first thirty years of his life on 
earth. We do, however, learn of his pre-existence! 

Finally, in the still later, extra-canonical “Infancy Gospels,” we read 
an extraordinary amount about Jesus’s early life. In the Infancy Gospel of 
James, we learn details of the miraculous birth of Jesus, as well as the history 
of Mary and her perpetual virginity. In the Infancy Gospel of Thomas, we read 
the problematic details of Jesus’s education, his magical skills (giving life to 
clay birds), and his malevolent murder of two children! 

In the textual record, we are confronted by the awkward fact that the 
later the source, the more is claimed of the earliest period! The branches of the 
tree develop before the roots. The “Life of Jesus” is lived backwards in the 
available sources. 


Can the Dendritic Model 
Become an Evolutionary Model? 


The upside-down biography of “Jesus of Nazareth” leads to an even 
more difficult problem of explaining how all the sundry forms of 
“Christianity” could have evolved from the Jesus of the Gospels. The 
dendritic model must be able to account for all forms of Christianity, not just 
Orthodoxy. It is difficult to see how the dendritic model of the traditional 
paradigm can be converted into an evolutionary tree of the sort that actually 
can be constructed to describe the evolution of Protestant Christianity. 

In his magisterial The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture,'' Bart D. 
Ehrman discerns three very early non-Orthodox groups of Christians for 
which the dendritic model should be made to account: Adoptionists, 
Separationists, and Docetic-Gnostic groups: 


[A ]doptionists believed that Christ was a full flesh and blood human being 
who was neither pre-existent nor ... born of a virgin. He was born and he 
lived as all other humans. But at some point of his existence, usually his 
baptism, Christ was adopted by God to stand in a special relationship with 
himself and to mediate his will on earth. '” 


"| Ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture, 14. 
'2 Ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture, 14. 
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Of the separationists, he explains that they were also Adoptionists to a 
degree but felt something extremely important happened during his baptism: 


[A]t his baptism Jesus came to be indwelt by God. It was then that an 
emissary from the divine realm, one of the deities of the Godhead named 
“Christ,” entered into Jesus to empower him for his ministry. Again, at 
some time prior to his crucifixion, the divine Christ departed from Jesus to 
return to the Pleroma, the divine realm, leaving him to suffer his fate 
alone. This is a Christology that I will label separationist, because it posits 
a division between the man Jesus and the divine Christ. '° 


Ehrman’s third group—the Docetic-Gnostic Christians—I think is the 
most important of the three and reflects the earliest braid of religious 
traditions to consider itself Christian. Ehrman explains that the Docetists, 


went in another direction, claiming that Jesus Christ was one unified being 
who was in fact completely divine. Christ was God himself, come to earth 
for the redemption of his people. But because he was God, he could 
scarcely have experienced the restrictions and finitude of humanity. And 
so Jesus was not really human; he only “seemed” or “appeared” to be. 
Such Christians have been traditionally called docetists (from the Greek 
word dokein, meaning to seem or appear). ‘4 


That there existed Docetists at a very early time in Christian history can be 
inferred from what is considered one of the earliest New Testament 
documents, Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians. Here, Galatians 4:3-4 states, 
“When we were children, we were in bondage under the elements of the world 
(ta stoicheia toti kismou)'>: but when the fullness of the time (plérdma tot 
chronou) was come (élthen),'° God sent his own Son, born (gendmenon) of a 


'3 Ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture, 14. 

'4 Ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture, 14. 

'5 The Gnostic, astral resonance of this phrase is striking and perhaps can be related to 
the completion of a zodiacal “Great Year.” For a detailed discussion of the astral aspects of 
stoicheion, see Gerhard Delling’s entry in Kittel and Friedrich, Theological Dictionary of the 
New Testament, Vol. VII, 670-87. 

'6 This sounds like the completion of a precessional “Great Year’”—the time required 
for the vernal equinox to pass through a zodiac sign (see “Equinoctial Precession” below). 
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woman...”!’ That Jesus had a mother would be completely gratuitous unless 
there was someone claiming that he did not. The author of Galatians clearly 
was thinking about Docetists when this verse was written. Ehrman says this 
passage “was used by the orthodox to oppose the Gnostic claim that Christ 
came through Mary ‘as water through a pipe,’ taking nothing of its conduit 
into itself; for there the apostle states that Christ was “made from a woman (so 
Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. II,22,1, and Tertullian, de carne Christi 20) ... actually 
a man, in that he came from a woman (Adv. Haer. V, 21, 1)" 

The implications of anti-Docetic passages from the earliest documents 
in the Orthodox canon seem not to have attracted Ehrman’s attention. The 
historical Jesus allegedly died in the year 30 or 33 CE; and just twenty-five 
years later, people were claiming that the man on the cross did not have a 
body. If there actually had been an historical “Jesus of Nazareth,” how could 
such a situation have come about? If, on the other hand, a mythic, immortal 
being—Chreistos/Chréstos/Christos—was thought to have come down from 
the sky to walk among mortals, there would have been much speculation 
concerning his physical nature. Was he an ectoplasmic phantom that only 
“appeared” (dokein) to have a physical body, or did he really take on flesh and 
blood? If so, exactly how might that have come about? Did Christ take 
possession a mortal man’s body? Or did he come into the world as flesh from 
the womb of a woman? The existence of all the groups discussed by Ehrman 
would be very easy to explain if there had been no historical Jesus. 
Conversely, it is very difficult and strained to account for them if there had 
been a real man in the startlingly recent past. The early evolution of Docetism 
seems impossible to explain in terms of the traditional dendritic model of 
Christian origins. '° 


'7 Other passages from which the existence of Docetists can be inferred are: Rom. 1:3, 
8:3; Col. 1:21-22; 1 Tim. 3:16; 1 Pet. 3:18, 4:1; 1 John 4:1-3; and 2 John 1:7. The story of 
“Doubting Thomas” (John 20:26—29) was likely written to rebut Docetic claims. 

'8 Ehrman, Orthodox Corruption of Scripture, 239. 

') In order to prove the historical reality of “Jesus of Nazareth,” Ehrman posits an 
Aramaic oral tradition behind the Greek-language Gospels (Ehrman, Did Jesus Exist?, 83-93), 
but presents no compelling evidence to support even the existence of an oral tradition per se, let 
alone the implausible notion that an oral tradition in one language somehow became an oral 
tradition in another language. As with so many attempts to explain the origins of Gospels, 
Ehrman must try to explain the unknown in terms of the even more unknown. Although he 
analyzes Gal. 2:4—5 as an anti-Docetic feature, he seems not to have recognized the difficulty of 
needing to explain the rise of Docetism so shortly after the death of a supposedly flesh-and- 
blood man whose physical existence just recently gave rise to Christianity. Oral traditions are 
widely claimed to be highly accurate transmitters of information in illiterate societies, yet they 
somehow failed to prevent the “error” of Docetism from becoming widespread! 
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A New Paradigm is Needed 


What if Christianity did not begin as described in Acts and the 
Gospels? What if it formed the way Egyptian, Indic, or Greco-Roman 
religions formed? What if it had no single origin in space or time? What if, 
instead, it formed as a braid of evolving threads of religious tradition 
(trajectories)—some stretching back to the mists of prehistory, others forming 
at later times—that entered and left the braid at various times and places??” 
What if the various forms of Christianity did not have a single origin? What if, 
in addition to the numerous threads of tradition they all shared in common, 
each of them had acquired (or created) one or more threads of religious 
tradition unique to each?7! 


Overall Trajectories 
of Christian Origins 


Trying to obtain a realistic picture of “the Historical Jesus” is like 
trying to construct a single image from a pile of jigsaw pieces created by 
mixing together parts of two or three different puzzles. It cannot be done with 
the dendritic model. It is necessary to think of “Jesus” (and the early 
Christianities) as having had no beginning at any single point in space or 
time—a circumstance which, to be understood, requires a plectic (braid) 
model attempting to identify the times and places at which various threads of 
religious traditions (trajectories) entered each sect. Two closely related overall 
trajectories can be identified: (1) the evolution of one or more esoteric mystery 
cults into exoteric sodalities; and (2) an evolution from high Christologies to 
low ones—the low Christologies resulting from reification of the allegories 
and symbols associated with esoteric high Christology stories. 

It will be argued that a study of the various threads known to exist at 
the beginning of the second century CE, leads to the first-approximation 
inference that “Christianity” formed by the melding of a Hellenistic 


20 The author is indebted to James M. Robinson and Helmut Koester, especially their 
book Trajectories through Early Christianity, and several conversations with Koester at SBL 
meetings many years ago. It was their identification of various trajectories of religious evolution 
that allowed for the image of traditions braiding together to form various religious sects. It 
appears probable that there are at least seventy such threads that were important enough that 
they must be considered if one wishes to construct a comprehensive theory of Christian origins. 

21 Just as we today can think of Protestant sects sharing a thread that rejects the 
authority of the Roman pontiff, but each sect also comprises one or more threads of tradition 
unique to it alone. 
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Chreistos/Chréstos mystery cult with a messianic Palestinian 
Nazorean/Joshuah/Yeshua/Jesus or Essene/Jessean cult, 7” as well as with 
parts of the imperial Caesar cult. In addition, early Christian braids probably 
incorporated Indic (Buddhist)? and Jewish wisdom-literature threads, as well 
as varying amounts of material from Aesop,~* Homer,” Virgil,” the Greek 
novelists”’ and tragedians,”* and the Septuagint (LXX).” 


The Astral Circumstances of Christian Origins: 
On Earth as in the Heavens 


Before discussing the time and circumstances of these cultic fusions, 
it is necessary to discuss a unique astronomical event that marked the 
beginning of the Christian era and which may have catalyzed not only the 
development of the various sects of Christianity, but also the Imperial Cult of 
Augustus Caesar and possibly a proto-Mandaean John the Baptizer cult. 


22 In other words, the Jessaioi of Epiphanius’ Panarion 1.29.4.9-10. Michael 
Lockwood (Mythicism, 14) renders this as “[S]ince I have come to the reason why those who 
came to faith in Christ were called Jessaeans [Jessaioi] before they were called Christians, I 
have said that Jesse was the father of [King] David. And they had been named Jessaeans 
[Jessaioi] either because of this Jesse; or from the name of our Lord Jesus....In any case, they 
had acquired this additional name [Jessaioi] before being called Christians.” For the Greek text, 
see Migne, Epiphanius, Adversus Haereses, columns 389-390. It should be noted that “came to 
faith in Christ” weakly implies that believers in Jesse/Jesus added belief in “Christ” to whatever 
they were believing previously. 

3 See: Lockwood, Buddhism’s Relation to Christianity; and Lockwood, Mythicism. 

4 Aesop is quoted in Q 7:32 (Luke 7:32; Matt 11:17): éulésamen humin kai ouch 
orchésasthe ... (“We have piped unto you, and ye have not danced ...) See Aesop’s fable, “The 
Fisherman with the Flute,” in: Perry, Babrius and Phaedrus Fables, 14. See also: “Halieus 
aulon,” in Chambry, Esope Fables, 14. For text variants, see “Halieus aulon,” in: Perry, 
Aesopica: A Series of Texts Relating to Aesop or Ascribed to Him, 326. For the Greek text of Q 
7:32, see Robinson, The Critical Edition of Q, 142. 

25 See MacDonald, The Gospels and Homer. 

26 See MacDonald, Luke and Vergil. 

27 See Reardon, Collected Ancient Greek Novels. 

28 See MacDonald, The Dionysian Gospel. Another thread of religious traditions that 
must be investigated is the Dionysus-Hermes-Aion thread of the more general “mysteries 
trajectory” as it relates to the Chreistos/Christos thread. For recent discoveries related to this, 
see La Rocca, Hermes-Thoth e Dioniso Redentore dall’Egitto dei Tolemei al Tardo-Antico. 

29 See: Brodie, The Birthing of the New Testament. 


> 
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Equinoctial Precession and 
the Origins of Religions*” 


Neolithic men and women beheld the sky and witnessed a world of 
activity—an activity generally slower-moving than that on earth, except in 
cases of meteors (“falling stars”), lightning, birds, insects, clouds, the sun, and 
moon. Some of the aerial objects such as birds, bats, and insects were 
obviously alive—they moved autonomously and were seen to interlocate 
easily and naturally between the sky and the earth. Then there were the sun 
and moon. They moved autonomously—not, say, like stones hurled at 
targets—and regularly were seen to rise from the earth into the sky in the east 
and descend back to earth again in the west. Quite obviously for the ancients, 
the sun and moon must be living beings of some sort; they must be gods. 

The sky was where mythic time became present. The constellations 
were semi-congealed, mythic-time actors (e.g., Hercules or Perseus) who 
continued to act at various speeds. The constellations and the sun moved faster 
than the moon, which was faster than Mercury, and so on down to the slowest- 
moving Saturn. Ultimately, an even slower motion would be discovered: The 
retrograde movement of the vernal equinox through the zodiac. 

The stars were a bit of a puzzle. They all moved with respect to the 
earth—rising into the eastern sky and falling back to earth in the west each 
night. Therefore, they must also be living beings. But five of the “stars” were 
different from the multitude of crystal points that populated the sky at night. 
These five stars not only moved with respect to earth, they also moved with 
respect to the “fixed stars,” the sun and moon, and to each other. These five 
“wandering stars” or planets must, like the sun and moon, be gods, as well. 
What were all these heavenly beings doing up there? What was the meaning 
of all their movements and apparent interactions? What was the meaning of 
eclipses of the sun and moon? And what in the world was the meaning of 
those rare and ominous beings (i.e., comets) that appeared out of nowhere and 
disappeared almost as quickly? 

To wonder at the meanings of the celestial motions presupposed the 
question, “What do the celestial motions mean for us here on earth?” Since at 
least the Stone Ages, our ancestors had believed in sympathetic magic— 


3° Hamlet’s Mill: An Essay on Myth & the Frame of Time, by Giorgio de Santillana 
and Hertha von Dechend, is a classical exposition of the relationship between general 
astronomy, equinoctial precession, and the evolution of myth and religion. For an extremely 
detailed explanation of the role of precession in religious evolution, see “Precession” in 
Worthen, The Myth of Replacement: Stars, Gods, and Order in the Universe, 157-231. 
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“magic based on the assumption that a person or thing can be supernaturally 
affected through its name or an object representing it.” The magician believes 
that any effect desired can be produced merely by imitating it. By the principle 
of “contagion,” whatever is done to a material object will also affect the 
person with whom the object was once in contact, whether it formed part of 
the subject’s body or not. 

By the time of Plato, it was believed that everything on earth was 
simply a reflection of something in the sky. If the sublunary world was a 
reflection of the celestial world, the sequences of events on earth must be the 
same as the sequences of heavenly events. If A > B on earth, it must be due 
to the fact that A’ B’ had occurred in the heavens. Events in the sky must 
then be indirectly causing the events on earth. If something happens to the 
terrestrial city of Jerusalem, it must be subsequent to something happening to 
the celestial city of Jerusalem in the sky. If earthly kingdoms exist, so too 
must there be kingdoms in the sky—kingdoms of heaven. The ancient 
understanding of the astral world and its imagined inhabitants was much less 
abstract than ours today. What in ancient times was a literal “kingdom in the 
skies” (basileia ton ouranon, Matt 25:1), became an abstract, undetectable 
“Kingdom of Heaven.” “Our father up there in the skies” (Pater hémon ho en 
tois ouranois, Matt 6:9) became “Our Father, who art in Heaven.” 

In contrast to the activities of the sun, moon, planets, and comets, 
nothing ever seemed to happen in the world of the fixed stars, although 
“falling stars’ upon occasion might be ominous portents of earthly 
“disasters.”*! And yet, there seemed to be patterns in their distributions (i.e., 
constellations). What were they? What story did they record? The non-special 
motions of the stars did not seem to refer to earthly time. Their cold, 
seemingly eternal arrangements and relationships seemed to record events that 
had occurred in a “time outside of time”: mythic time. Myths were developed 
to explain how the constellations came to be located and what events the stars 
recorded. It was noted that most of the constellations were never “visited” by 
the sun, moon, and planets; but yet, there were twelve of these 
constellations—the zodiac (Greek for belt or girdle)—that regularly 
entertained visits of the sun, moon, and planets. The sun was in each zodiacal 
“sign” once a year, and stayed there for a month. The moon, however, stayed 
in each house less than three days, circumnavigating the entire zodiac once a 
month. The planets, however, were something much more complicated. Only 
astrologers such as “magi” could make sense of their zodiacal maneuvers. 


3! Literally, “ill-starred” events. 
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Whereas the interactions of the zodiacal constellations with the sun, 
moon, and planets seemed to relate to real-time events on earth, the hyper- and 
hypo-zodiacal constellations seemed to record events that took place in mythic 
time: They memorialized the stories of people like Hercules, Orion, and 
Cassiopeia. And then there was the Milky Way, a glowing strip of cloud that 
intercepted the ecliptic (the apparent path followed by the sun in its annual 
journey through the zodiac) that seemed somehow to form a bridge connecting 
the constellations below the zodiac and those above it. Was it a bridge? 
Perhaps a river in the sky—a celestial Ganges or Jordan? A pathway? A 
pathway for souls? THE WAY? 


A New Age Dawning 


At the turn of the Christian era, something momentous was happening 
in the heavens: The vernal equinox was moving out of the constellation Aries 
(the ram or lamb) into the constellation of Pisces (see Fig. / in the Excursus). 
It can be seen that the equinoctial point is the point where the path of the sun 
(the ecliptic) intersects the celestial equator. At the vernal (spring) equinox, 
when day and night are equal, the sun rises above the celestial equator. At the 
autumnal equinox, it descends below the equator. Before the equinox was in 
Aries, it had been in Taurus; before that, in Gemini. It takes 25,772 years for 
the equinox to precess all the way around the zodiac, and it takes 2,148 years 
for the equinoctial sun to pass through a single zodiacal “house.” Today, we 
are about to enter the Age of Aquarius. 


Precession and Mithraism 


David Ulansey, in The Origins of the Mithraic Mysteries, argued that 
when Hipparchus discovered the precession of the equinoxes around 128 BCE, 
he thought that only a god could have tilted the cosmic pole to cause the 
movement of the vernal equinox from Taurus the bull into Aries the lamb.** 
He identified that particular god as Mithras, who became the chronocrat (time 
lord) of the Age of Aries. The Mithraic ritual of the tauroctony, the slaying of 
the bull by Mithras, symbolized the movement of the sun out of Taurus. Later, 
when the equinoctial point moved out of Aries, the symbol of the sacrificial 
“Lamb of God” would memorialize the passage into Pisces the fishes. 


3? See Fig. 5 concerning the tropos cross, John 4:26, and Cicero’s “Dream of Scipio” 
concerning the Milky Way. 
33 Ulansey, The Origins of the Mithraic Mysteries. 
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EXCURSUS: 
PRECESSION OF THE EQUINOXES 
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Figure 1: Viewed from the earth (center of diagram), the universe of stars appeared to these 
ancient peoples to be attached to the great “celestial sphere” which had the earth as its center. 
The “celestial equator” is the projection of the earth’s equator upon the inside of the sphere. 
The circle labeled “ecliptic” is the path the sun appears to follow against the background of 
“fixed stars.” The zodiac is a belt of sky, extending 9° above and below the ecliptic, which can 
be divided into twelve zones of equal size, each characterized by the presence of a particularly 
prominent constellation. The moon and visible planets all appear to move within the confines of 
the zodiacal belt. The equinoctial points are the two places where the equator intersects the 
ecliptic, at an angle of approximately 23.5°—mimicking the Greek letter chi, an early form of 
the Christian cross.*4 When the sun is at the vernal equinox, it is both alpha and omega—the 
beginning and the end of the line. Around 128 BCE, Hipparchus of Rhodes discovered that the 
position of the equinoxes had not been constant. He determined that the vernal (spring) equinox 
had once been in the constellation Taurus but had, by his day, moved (precessed) almost all the 
way through the constellation Aries. At the beginning of the Christian era, the vernal equinox 
moved into the constellation Pisces. (Diagram by Ann E. Zindler) 


34 Tn his dialogue “Timaeus,” Plato describes the intersection of the ecliptic with the 
celestial equator as “resembling the letter chi” (hoion chi). See Bury, Plato: Timaeus, Critias, 
Cleitophon, Menexenus, Epistles, 70. For the evolution of cross imagery in Christianity, see 
Slade, “History and Philosophy of Depicting a Violently Crucified Christ,” 117-54. 
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By the time of Hipparchus, however, the sun had nearly completed its 
transit of Aries and was poised to enter Pisces. Although Ulansey disagrees 
with me,** I think the imminent passage into Pisces triggered the search for a 
chronocrat for the new Age of Pisces, and two different religions, with two 
competing chronocrats, were catalyzed into existence: (1) the Imperial Cult of 
Caesar Augustus (Octavian) and (2) an esoteric cult of Chreistos or Chréstos 
(or an exoteric Chréstos-lésous cult).*© 


Precession and the Imperial Cult 


Herod the Great built a temple to Augustus in Palestine, at Caesarea 
Maritima, and Augustus was known as the Son of God (the divi filius on his 
coins) and the Prince of Peace. In the Priene Inscription in Asia Minor (ca. 9 
BCE), he is referred to as a Savior (soteria;) and “our God” (tot theoti) while 
the inscription announces the “gospels” (euangelia, euangelion)*’ of his 
birth—marking a new era in the Asian calendar—and his ascendance into the 
world. The investigation of how this all resulted from the passing of the vernal 
equinox into Pisces takes us to the Roman epic poet Virgil (70-19 BCE). 

While it is not certain that Hipparchus was a Stoic, it is clear that 
many Stoics were aware of his discoveries, including the poet Virgil, whose 
early “Fourth Eclogue” (ca. 42 BCE) is a poetic description of the dawning of a 
new precessional “Great Year”: “Now is come the last age of the song of 
Cumae” (the Sibyl).** The next few verses of the poem announce the fact that, 


The great line of the centuries begins anew. 
Now the Virgin*? returns, the reign of Saturn returns; 


35 Private conversation with David Ulansey at an SBL meeting many years ago. 

36 It is possible that the origins of many apocalyptic literary traditions and 
movements—including the proto-Mandaean John the Baptizer cult—also were catalyzed by the 
approach of the equinoctial transition. 

37 For the Greek text, see “The Priene Inscription.” 

38 (Ultima Cumaei venit iam carminis aetas) Translation by H.R. Fairclough, who 
explains that “this poem is ‘a vision of the new golden age under Augustus,’ which Virgil 
connects with the birth of a certain child” (Fairclough, Virgil Eclogues, 28). 

39 This refers to Astraea, the virgin goddess of justice. During the Golden Age, she 
lived on earth with humans, but increasing lawlessness during the subsequent Bronze Age drove 
her away. Zeus then set her amongst the stars as the constellation Virgo. Virgo is exactly 
opposite Pisces in the Zodiac, and is very important in Christian Astrology. Saturn was equated 
to Yahweh by Tacitus. Saturn is the farthest of the planets visible to the naked eye, and so it 
occupied the highest heaven. The Jewish Sabbath is also the day of Saturn. Virgil is telling us 
that the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand! 
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Now a new generation descends from heaven on high. 
Only do thou, pure Lucina, smile on the birth of the child 
Under whom the iron brood shall first cease, 

And a golden race spring up throughout the world! 

Thine own Apollo“ now is king! *! 


Virgil was an evangelist who composed the Aeneid—arguably, the 
first “Gospel”—establishing the divine origins of Augustus. It cannot be a 
mere coincidence that the “New Age” he proclaimed just happened to 
coincide with the commencement of the Age of Pisces. 


Where to Draw the Line? 


There are no lines in the sky every thirty degrees of arc to mark the 
boundaries of the twelve houses of the zodiac, and so knowing when the 
equinox has exited one sign and entered the next is always somewhat 
uncertain. However, determining the exact moment when the equinox had 
moved completely out of the tiny sign of Aries into the enormous, sprawling 
sign of the two fishes was not only difficult, it was impossible. That was 
because the two constellations overlap slightly. At the turn of the Christian 
era, the equinoctial sun simultaneously was in both Aries and Pisces! 

The uncertainty in knowing when the equinox had completed its 
transit of a zodiacal house seems to be reflected in the uncertainty in the 
Gospels as to when the new chronocrat would descend from the sky. Matthew 
4:17 warns us to “Repent, for the kingdom of the heavens is at hand,” but he 
does not say how close that might be. Mark 13:32 makes the problem a 
celestial uncertainty: “But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the 
angels in heaven (i.e., the living stars), nor the Son, but only the Father.” 


40 Apollo is the sun god. The Dead Sea Scrolls show that Israelite religion was 
becoming increasingly solarized at the turn of the era (solar calendars at Qumran; Jubilees 6:32; 
1 Enoch 72:1-82—20—“The Book of the Heavenly Luminaries”), and there has always been a 
solar component in Israelite religion (e.g., the influence of Akhenaten’s “Hymn to the Aten” 
upon Psalms 104, and the zodiacal Twelve Tribes of Israel). Leszynsky (Charles, The Book of 
Enoch, xvi) held that a fundamental difference between the Sadducees and Pharisees was that 
the former reckoned by a solar year, the latter by a lunar year. Christianity seems to have 
absorbed many threads of solar religion from early stages: The zodiacal twelve 
apostles/disciples, Sunday and sunrise worship, halos in early art, birth of Jesus at the winter 
solstice, his resurrection at the vernal equinox, and ultimately Christ is actually pictured as 
Helios in a mosaic found beneath the Vatican (Fig. 4). 

4 For the Latin text, see: Fairclough, Virgil Eclogues, Georgics, Aeneid 1-6, 28-33. 
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Piscean Imagery in Early Christianity 


Perhaps the clearest evidence of the vernal equinox passage into 
Pisces catalyzing the birth of Christianity is in early Christian art, 
iconography, and the second-order “IX@YC Acrostic” of the Sibylline 
Oracles quoted by Constantine the Great at the Council of Nicaea. The two 
fishes of the astrological sign for Pisces were ubiquitous in early art and 
inscriptions, an example of which can be seen in Figure 2. The two fishes are 
connected by a line that forms the bottom of an anchor that appears to be 
composed of a tau cross topped by a circle bisected by the shaft of the anchor. 
I think it is likely that the circle represents the equinoctial sun. In the upper 
right-hand corner of the image, there is something that resembles a geometer’s 
or astronomer’s compass. It also might be an attempt to portray the equinoctial 
sun at the angle of intersection of the ecliptic and celestial equator (now, about 
23.40°; approximately 23.45°in the first century CE). 


WS he 
* vr 


wry 


Figure 1: Fish imagery in the catacomb of Domatilla. The catacomb was in use from the first to 
the fifth centuries CE. (Image courtesy of Wikimedia-Commons) 


The anchor is a well-known early Christian symbol, but it was also a 
symbol of Augustus Caesar (as well as Titus) and was often imprinted on their 
coinage. Instead of a fish, the Augustan anchor portrayed a dolphin.” 


” David Ulansey (Origins of the Mithraic Mysteries, 97) shows a picture of “Solar 
Apollo” holding a cosmic globe on which the angle of the equator/ecliptic intersection appears 
to be the same as that of the “compass” of this illustration. 

* The motto of Augustus was festina lente—“make haste slowly.” The dolphin 
represented speed, and the anchor embodied unshakable stability. 
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Acrostic in the Sibylline Oracles 


Perhaps the most complex Piscean image to be developed in early 
Christianity was the second-order IX@YC (FISH) acrostic incorporated into 
the Sibylline Oracles—writings that had quasi-scriptural status as late as the 
time of Constantine. Figure 3 depicts the two sides of an ancient Christian 
amulet. One side shows the IX@YC acrostic with an embedded chi-rho 
monogram. Each letter stands for the beginning letter of a Greek word: /ésous 
Christos Theou Huios Séter—‘Jesus Christ, of God, the Son, Savior.” The 
fish acrostic is first attested in Book VII of the Sibylline Oracles (lines 217/f), 
and it was quoted by Constantine in his “Address to the Saints” at the Council 
of Nicea. The Sibylline poem takes the form of a second-order acrostic. As 
one reads the text, each Greek word is spelled out as the first letter of each 
succeeding line of text, forming five successive stanzas of the poem. Of great 
importance is that “Christ” is not spelled XPICTOC, but XPEICTOC in the 
acrostic. If one takes just the first letter of each stanza, they spell out the 
Greek word for FISH. Curiously, the Oracle actually contains a sixth stanza 
that spells out the word CTA YPOC—‘stake, poll, or cross.” Thus, Jesus is 
also a stauros—whatever that signified. It is tempting to understand the word 
as referring to the axial pole of the universe, the tilting of which propelled the 
precession of the vernal equinoctial point through the zodiac. 


Figure 3: An ancient Christian magical amulet 
with the fish acrostic and chi-rho monogram on 
one side and the name IHCOYC (Jesus) on the 
other side, along with an anchor composed of a 
Roman cross and a fish, as well as a bird— 
probably a dove representing the “Holy Spirit,” 
the breath of Yahweh. The name “Jesus” 
appears twice: once incompletely at the top, 
then divided 3|3 on each side of the anchor 
shaft. (Image courtesy of Wikimedia Commons) 
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Although the chi-rho monogram throughout most of Christian history 
has represented the first two letters of XP/ICTOC/, during the first two 
centuries of the Christian era it could have equally represented XP/EJCTOC], 
or XP{[HCTOC]. The first known attestation of the monogram, however, is in 
a papyrus copy from Pompeii/Herculaneum, dating to before 79 cE. The 
papyrus contains a copy of Aristotle’s On the Constitution of Athens 
(Athenaion Politeia), where it refers to XP[ONOC], the god of time.“ 
Chronos was pictured in mosaics as AION (Aeon) surrounded by a zodiac, 
and it is tempting to suppose that “eon” in the temporal sense referred to a 
precessional “Great Year” of about two millennia,**“° or possibly the entire 
25,772-year cycle through the zodiac. If the “Christ” of Christianity began as 
the kosmokrator or chronocrat of the Age of Pisces, transferring the meaning 
of the monogram from Chronos to Chreistos or Chréstos—and ultimately to 
Christos—would have been essentially a seamless semantic transition. 


The Linguistic Circumstances 
of Christian Origins: Itacism 


The shifting of the vernal equinox from Aries into Pisces was not the 
only shift of importance relating to the birth of Christianity. A great sound 
shift was transforming the pronunciation of Greek throughout the Greek- 
speaking parts of the Roman Empire at the turn of the Christian era. Although 
the consonantal changes that took place were significant and important, the 


44 See Thompson, An Introduction to Greek and Latin Palaeography, 79. 

4 In his De Natura Deorum, the Stoic Cicero discussed “the diverse motions of the 
planets” on which “the mathematicians have based what they call the Great Year (magnum 
annum) which is completed when the sun, moon and five planets having all finished their 
courses have returned to the same positions relative to one another. The length of this period is 
hotly debated (magna quaestio est), but it must necessarily be a fixed and definite time” 
(Rackham, Cicero, 172-73. 

46 The connection between Chronos and Christianity received some unexpected 
support in 1966 when Shlomo Pines published “The Jewish Christians of the Early Centuries of 
Christianity According to a New Source.” In a tenth century, anti-Christian polemic, ‘Abd al- 
Jabbar al-Hamadant noted that “The Romans and the Greeks had a feast, called the Nativity of 
Time [i.e., Chronos], which celebrated the return of the sun in January....they called it the 
Nativity of Christ or the Nativity.” Pines equated this to the January 5 Feast of Epiphany, which 
was widely celebrated in the East as the birthday of Jesus and is still celebrated as such by the 
Armenian Church. According to Epiphanius (Panarion, 11:51,22,8-11), the Feast of Epiphany 
coincided with that of the birth of Aion as celebrated in Alexandria. Aion (Zon or eon) was the 
son of Chronos and an advisor to Zeus, who rolled the wheel of time (Pines, “The Jewish 
Christians of the Early Centuries of Christianity According to a New Source,” 237-310). 
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Figure 4: Christ as Helios driving the solar chariot. The mosaic was discovered in “Vatican 
tomb M” in 1574 beneath the basilica built by Constantine in 320 CE when it was demolished in 
the sixteenth century in order to construct Saint Peter’s Basilica. 

(Image courtesy of Wikimedia Commons) 


changes in the pronunciation of front vowels and diphthongs—all of them 
ultimately being pronounced like iota (a phenomenon known as itacism)— 
was the proximate cause for allowing a mystery cult around a “Good God” 
Chreistos or Chréstos, later to be anointed the messianic title of Christos. 

A substantial amount of epigraphic evidence attests to the fact that the 
words XRICTOC and XRICTIANOI were originally spelled XREICTOC and 
XREICTIANOI (or XRHCTOC and XRHCTIANON).*" Although textual 
evidence of this transition has remained sparse due to the use of nomina sacra, 
which masks spelling changes even in very early New Testament manuscripts, 
Chrys Caragounis has published information of great relevance to this sound 
shift in the textual record.** In his discussion of copyist errors due to “faulty 
hearing” involving itacism, he documents, “1 Pt 2:3: chréstos, Christos.””” 
The KJV renders the verse, “If so be, ye have tasted that the Lord is gracious,” 
whereas the NEB states, “Surely you have tasted that the Lord is good” 
[emphases added]. What kind of Greek text could spawn such disparate 
translations? The Greek text in the third edition of The Greek New Testament 


47 For examples, see Zindler, “Bart Ehrman and the Crucified Messiah,” 438-57. 

48 Caragounis, Development of Greek and the New Testament. 

# Caragounis, Development of Greek and the New Testament, 493-4. When multiple 
copies of a biblical text made all at the same time, a /ector would read aloud the sacred text and 
scriptores would take dictation without seeing the spelling in the text being copied. 
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of Aland, et al., reads: “ei [or eiper or eisper or hoper| egeusasthe hoti 
chréstos ho kyrios.” 


Figure 5: The tropos cross, the sacrificial lamb (Aries?), and a dove. The tropos cross (a rho 
superimposed upon a tau) symbolized the belief that Jesus was “the way” (tropos) to get to the 
high god in the sky. (In the image, the loop of the rho has been reduced to the hooked loop in 
front of the beak of the bird.) John 14:2, 4-6 reads, “In my Father’s house [in the sky] are 
many mansions... go to prepare a place for you....and whither I go ye know, and the way ye 
know....Thomas saith unto him, Lord, we know not whither thou goest; and how can we know 
the way? Jesus saith unto him, I am the way, the truth, and the life: no man cometh unto the 
Father, but by me.°° (Image courtesy of Wikimedia Commons) 


*° The similarity of the Johannine passage to the Stoic view presented in Cicero’s 
“Dream of Scipio” in Book VI of his De Re Publica is striking. In §XHI-§XVI, Africanus is 
told to be “assured of this, so that you may be even more eager to defend the commonwealth: 
all those who have preserved, aided, or enlarged their fatherland have a special place prepared 
for them in the heavens (certum esse in caelo definitum locum), where they may enjoy an 
eternal life of happiness....[They] come from that place, and to that place they return”....“For 
man was given life that he might inhabit that sphere called Earth, which you see in the centre of 
the temple; and he has been given a soul out of those eternal fires (hisque animus datus est ex 
iliis sempiternis ignibus) which you call stars and planets, which, being round and globular 
bodies animated by divine intelligences, circle about in their fixed orbits with marvelous 
speed”....But, Scipio, imitate your grandfather here ... love justice and duty....Such a life is the 
road to the skies, to that gathering of those who have completed their earthly lives and been 
relieved of the body, and who live in yonder place which you now see” (it was the circle of light 
which blazed most brightly among the other fires) “and which you on earth, borrowing a Greek 
term, call the Milky Circle” (orbem lacteum, 1.¢., the Milky Way). In §XXIII, Scipio is urged to 
“look on high and contemplate this eternal home and resting place” (alte spectare si voles atque 
hanc sedem et aeternam domum contueri) and in §XXIV he muses on the “path to heaven, as it 
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Now it just so happens that First Peter 2:3 is a quotation from Psalms 
34:8: “Taste, then, and see that the Lord is good” [NEB]. In the LXX, the 
equivalent verse is 33:8: “Taste and see that the Lord is good,” rendering the 
Greek “Geusasthe kai idete hoti chréstos ho Kyrios.”*' In the LXX, Kyrios is 
the equivalent of YHWH in the Masoretic Text (MT), and so this psalm is 
equating chréstos with YHWH, just as the New Testament equates Christos 
with Kyrios/YHWH.~ 

Clearly, chréstos ho kyrios is formally identical to Christos ho 
Kyrios—“good is the Lord” and “Christ is the Lord.” It is an easy step to move 
from an adjectival reading of “good” to the more abstract Platonic noun—“the 
Good.” It is easy to move from saying “Yahweh is good” to saying “Yahweh 
equals the Good”— Chréstos ho Kyrios. With Yahweh being the embodiment 
of Platonic Goodness, ho chréstos would become a title—an epithet of 
Yahweh. Further, it is easy to imagine a cult involving Chréstos as the 
personification of Yahweh, with Chréstos ho Kyrios as a slogan. Then, due to 
itacism, the slogan would metamorphose into Christos ho Kyrios— “the 
Anointed One is Lord.” And so, with the change of a single vowel, the 
predicate “the Messiah is the Lord” would emerge from the postulate “the 
Good is the Lord.” The fusion of a Chréstos mystery cult with a messianic 
Palestinian cult potentially starts to surface. 

It is not clear at what stage of cult fusion the title or name Jesus 
(lésotis) actually became attached to the title “Chr(ei/é/i)st? (Chreistos, 
Chreéstos, or Christos). In Philippians 2:9-11 [NEB] we read that “God raised 
him [Christ] to the heights and bestowed on him the name above all names, 
that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow—in heaven, on earth, and in 
the depths—and every tongue confess, ‘Jesus Christ is Lord’, to the glory of 
God the Father.” Research is still needed to determine when Yeshua ‘/lésotis 
became a magical “name of power” and how it functioned in the ritual of its 
cult of origin. * 

Although further study is needed, it seems highly likely that once 
Chreistos, Chréstos, or Christos had linked with Jésotis, the original word 


were, [that] is open (limes ad caeli aditum patet) to those who have served their country well” 
(Keyes, Cicero: On the Republic, 264-269, 278-279). 

5! Brenton, The Septuagint with Apocrypha: Greek and English. 

>? Luke 2:11: For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, which is 
Christ the Lord (sdtér hos estin Christos Kyrios). 

53 Research into a magic/ritual thread is one of the many lines of inquiry that will 
have to be pursued in order to produce a reasonably detailed theory of Christian origins. See 
Meyer and Smith, Ancient Christian Magic and Sanzo, “Early Christianity,” 198-239. 
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order might have been Christ-Jesus, as preferred by Paul, which then at some 
stage of evolution became reversed to produce the Jesus Christ sequence of 
modern usage. Whether the fusion occurred before itacistic changes were 
complete seems unlikely, but that cannot be ruled out. In the Pauline sequence 
of Christ Jesus, Christ would have been a title, as well as Jesus (lésotis < 
Heb. vy-8-‘ = “savior”). Once it became a personal name, the word order 
reversed to produce “Jesus the Christ” of traditional understanding. 

As divine titles transformed into a personal name, a completely 
supernatural being became reified, acquiring a physical body in the person of 
Jesus of Nazareth. If this is the case, then it seems likely that the earliest forms 
of Christianity were docetic—understanding Christ-Jesus as a supernatural, 
phantom-like being who merely seemed (dokein) to be human. As groups 
believing in a physical god-man achieved theo-political dominance over the 
earlier Docetist Christians, they created earthly parents, siblings, genealogies, 
and hometowns for their savior. 

The braiding together of the threads of Greek linguistics, precessional 
astronomy, Chréstos mystery-cult evolution, and messianic Jessaean religious 
traditions yields only a skeletal image of Christian origins. Many more 
trajectory threads are needed to flesh out the picture. Space allows for only 
four of them to be sketched out: (1) the secret name/magic thread, (2) the 
breath-to-gods thread, (3) the David thread, and (4) the Nazareth thread. 


4 Tt is interesting to note that “Christ Jesus” never appears in the gospels, and “Jesus 
Christ” as a name is very rare—not appearing at all in Luke (although 16 times in Acts, 
supposedly written by the same author), only once in Mark (in the title), and just twice each in 
Matthew and John. Even more surprisingly, the appellation “Christ” is used far less often than 
“Jesus.” Mark refers to Christ 5 times, Jesus 94 times. In Matthew, the Christ/Jesus ratio is 
13/169, and in Luke it is 12/98. In John, Jesus is referred to 244 times, but Christ only 17! It 
would appear that the gospels deal with a man—someone who has a name to start with, and 
then acquires titles. 

The Pauline corpus, on the other hand, seems to be dealing with some character other 
than Jesus of Nazareth. It knows nothing of his family, and is concerned with a celestial 
personage who is fulfilling the functions of Messiah and Savior. It deals with a compound, 
hyphenated personage: the Messiah-Savior. It must be noted, however, that although almost all 
occurrences of Christ-Jesus appear in the Pauline corpus, Christ-Jesus is not the predominant 
form employed. The ratios of usage of Christ-Jesus vs. Jesus-Christ (CJ/JC) for the various 
epistles are: Rom 4/27; 1 Cor. 1/17; 2 Cor. 1/10; Gal. 3/11; Eph. 6/12; Phil. 7/11; Col. 3/3; 1 
Thess. 2/9, and 2 Thess. 0/11. 
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A Thread from the Mists of Prehistory 


One of the most important threads for the Christian braid traces back 
to the origin of nouns, especially proper nouns. Words can be associated with 
breath—the élan vital—and for magic and religious ritual alike, there is a 
close connection between a name and its referent.*> Numbers 5:23/f provides a 
vivid illustration of the magical relationship between words and _ their 
referents. The priest is instructed to write curses against a woman accused of 
infidelity “in a book” and then scrape the words off into scrub water from the 
floor of the temple. The woman is made to drink the water containing the 
curses. If she is guilty as charged, she will miscarry.*° 

In very early times, it was believed that to know a name was to have 
some degree of control over its referent. So, in many ancient societies, people 
were given secret names as well as public names. Secret names had to be 
guarded, for anyone knowing a person’s secret name had great magical power 
over them. This was true of gods and humans alike. It appears that the name 
YHWH (Yahweh)—the Tetragrammaton that must never be pronounced on 
pain of death—was actually the secret name of a god worshiped by the 
Israelites.°’ 


55 Breath is one of the two vivifying principles apparent in the Hebrew scriptures. 
According to Gen. 2:7, “The Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into 
his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.” Blood is the other vitalizing 
element. Lev. 17:11 explains, “The life of the flesh is in the blood ... for it is the blood that 
maketh an atonement for the soul.” 

5° Perhaps the best-known example of magic in religious ritual is in the Roman 
Catholic mass, where the priest “transubstantiates” bread and wine into flesh and blood. When 
illiterate persons heard a priest speed through the mass in Latin, when he came to “hoc est 
corpus,” it was misheard as “hocus-pocus,” the quintessential command of magical practice. 
There is also a magical implication in ending prayers with “In Jesus’ name we pray.” 

An important thread related to this topic that must be studied is the thread leading to 
the ostensible cannibalism (theophagy) of the Last Supper pericopes of the Gospels. It is 
difficult, if not impossible, to see how this could have arisen within the Jewish sects known 
from the turn of the era. Mark H. Gaffney, however, argues that the pericopes are not reports of 
magical import; rather, they deal with a mystical teaching of the immanence of the Deity. 
“When Jesus said, ‘this is my body,’ rather than transforming the bread, he was making a much 
more profound statement. He was saying: ‘I am this bread. I and this bread are one. The God 
who dwells within me is also present in this bread, and it is imbued with the divine because 
matter and spirit are coextensive’” (Gaffney, Gnostic Secrets of the Naassenes, 61). Gaffney 
posits a trajectory tracing back to Jeremiah and thence to Buddhist-Hindu beginnings. 

57 Ley. 24:16 (NEB): “Whoever utters the Name of the Lord shall be put to death,” 
and the Third Commandment (Protestant selection) commands us not to take the name of the 
god YHWH “in vain.” Further examples of the power of the name YHWH and its equivalents 
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In the antigospel, the Sepher Toldoth Yeshu, Yeshu steals the shem 
(the correct pronunciation of the secret name) from the Temple of Yahweh, 
which allows him to perform all sorts of magical tricks, including flight.* 
When reading the Hebrew Scriptures even today, when coming to the 
Tetragrammaton, we are supposed to replace it with the Aramaic word 
Adonai—‘my Lord.” When the Hebrew scriptures were translated into Greek 
to produce the Septuagint, the Tetragrammaton could not be transcribed, as 
the three required consonants no longer existed in the Greek alphabet, and of 
course no attempt could be made under pain of death to try to represent 
phonetically the pronunciation of the name. Instead, the substitute word 
Adonai was translated as Kyrios, the Greek word for “Lord.” Then, when the 
scriptures were translated into English, the Tetragrammaton was rendered with 
the English word “LORD.” So, in the English Bible the phrase “the LORD 
God” represents Yahweh Elohim in Hebrew, and the slogan “Jesus is Lord” 
actually means “Jesus is Yahweh” or “Jesus is a hypostasis of Yahweh.” 

What appears to be a final stage in the secret name thread of tradition 
seems to have evolved at the time the New Testament documents were being 
composed. There is circumstantial evidence that at the turn of the era, there 
was a solar cult in Jerusalem or elsewhere in Palestine that was governed by a 
group of men bearing the collective title “The Twelve Pillars.”*? My 
speculation is that they bore the title of “Brothers of the Lord’”—meaning, of 
course, “Brothers of Yahweh.” If that be true, if one of them—perhaps the 


can be found in chapter 42 of 3 Enoch—‘The cosmic power of divine names.” In verse 2, we 
read that Enoch “saw water suspended in the height of the heaven of ‘Arabot, through the 
power of the name Yah, I am that I am.” In verse 4, Enoch “saw lightnings flashing in the midst 
of mountains of snow...through the power of the name Yah, YHWH” See Alexander, “3 
(Hebrew Apocalypse of) Enoch,” 293. 

58 For two versions of the Toldoth Yeshu, see appendices A and B of Zindler, The 
Jesus the Jews Never Knew. 

» Jerusalem was, after all, originally a place associated with worship of the setting 
sun, the Canaanite deity Salam, When Yahweh worship was moved the pagan city of Jerusalem, 
the high God of the Israelites began incorporating solar imagery for Yahweh, such as in Ps. 
84:11, “For the Lord God is a sun and shield.” 

6° Gal. 2:9 names only three “Pillars” (styloi, a term that occurs only four times in the 
New Testament): James, Cephas, and John—and they only “seemed” (dokotintes) to be Pillars. 
Were there only three, or were these three just the most important? It seems likely that there 
would have been either seven or twelve such officials. Rev. 3:12 promises, “Him that 
overcometh will I make a pillar in the temple of my God...and I will write upon him the name 
of my God, and the name of the city of my God, which is new Jerusalem, which cometh down 
out of heaven from my God: and I will write upon him my new name.” Rev. 10:1 refers to a 
“mighty angel clothed with a cloud” whose “face was as it were the sun, and his feet as pillars 
of fire” (emphasis added) 1 Tim. 15 refers to “the house of God, which is the church of the 
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leader of the group (James the Just?)—-was named James (Jacob), he might 
have been referred to as the Brother of the Lord. After Jesus had been equated 
to Yahweh, James would have become “the brother of Jesus.” 


Theogony: 
Breath, Life, Movement, Stars 


Another thread of religious tradition tracing back to the mists of 
prehistory is the prescientific misunderstanding of what makes something 
alive. In the Hebrew scriptures, both blood and breath are identified as the 
élan vital, the vitalizing factor. With regard to the origins of Christianity, 
however, I think the biological error identifying breath as the vitalizing factor 
was the more important. A living person breathed; a dead one did not. Living 
things were able to move; dead things could not. 

The sun, moon, planets, and stars move. Thus, they too must be alive. 
They are moving around in the sky, where mortals cannot go. Therefore, they 
must be greatly superior to humans. They must be gods. And so, the gods are 
born—and they breathe and can transmit the same life-force into their 
creatures. From the breath of Yahweh, the Logos and the “Holy Spirit” 
(spiritus sanctus, pneuma hagion) evolved. Becoming possessed by the gods 
or evil spirits (what has been labeled “inspired”) became possible by inhaling 
(inspiration) the breath of a god or demon.®! 


living God, the pillar and ground of the truth.” These passages loosely connect the sun to the 
church and Jerusalem. The connection between the word sty/os and astral (including solar) 
concepts is fairly explicit in Sir. 24:4—Sa: “I dwelt in high places, and my throne was a pillar (en 
styl6i) of cloud. Alone I have made the circuit of the vault of heaven.” This would seem to be an 
image of the sun’s passage through the zodiac. The possibility that there were seven pillars also 
exists. In Prov. 9:1 (LXX), we read that “Wisdom has built a house for herself,” who set up 
seven pillars (stylous hepta). Those seeking wisdom should “Come, eat of my bread, and drink 
wine which I have mingled for you.” Ulrich Wilckens has commented, “Behind wisdom here 
there stands in diluted but recognizable form the wise Ishtar of Babylonia. The seven pillars of 
her house are the seven planets which encircle the disk of the earth and are the controlling 
powers of the world. Wisdom was their creator in primal ages” (Wilckens, “Stylos,” 732). 

6! In the Pentecost story of Acts 2:1-18/f, we read, “And suddenly, there came a 
sound from heaven as of a mighty rushing wind (pnoés), and it filled all the house where they 
were sitting....And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost (pneumatos hagiou).” In what 
originally was the final chapter of the Gospel of John (John 20:22), we are told that when Jesus 
“had said this, he breathed (enephysésen) on them, and saith unto them, Receive ye the Holy 
Ghost (pneuma hagion).” Demonic possession differs from Holy-Spirit possession only in that 
it is the breath of a demon or devil that is inhaled. 
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David—Another Very Early Thread 


According to Gesenius’ Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon, there was a 
Northwest Semitic triliteral root VDWD that meant “to boil up.”” By 
extension, the root found expression in the verb “to love”—perhaps due to the 
visceral agitation experienced during intense sexual stimulation. By simple 
transformation of the verb, the epithet or title “Beloved” resulted. Finally, the 
personal name “David” evolved. 

Given these important linguistic clues, it seems likely that before the 
composition of the histories of the Hebrew Bible there was a deity, (perhaps 
Tammuz) who bore the title DWD or DOD—*“Beloved.” Most likely, he 
would have been the consort of the love goddess Ishtar, Astarte, or the 
Hebrew Asherah.® Epigraphically, there are two possible attestations to this 
deity: (1) the Tell Dan inscription™ and (2) the so-called Moabite Stone—the 
Mea: inscription. 

The authenticity of the Tel Dan inscription has been challenged, and it 
is hazardous to base an argument on something that could turn out to be just 
one more biblical archaeological fraud. Allowing for that caveat, if the Tel 


© Tregelles, Gesenius’ Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon to the Old Testament Scriptures. 

63 Long ago, Sir James Frazer expressed the opinion that Déd was a title of Tammuz, 
and the corresponding Déddah was a title of Ishtar (Frazer, Adonis, Attis, Osiris, Vol. 1., 20). We 
know that the consort of a love goddess, Tammuz, had a presence in Jerusalem from Ezekiel’s 
complaint of “women weeping for Tammuz” at the north gate of the Temple of Yahweh (Ezek. 
8:14). Jerome (Letter 58, ad Paulinum) complained that from the time of Hadrian to 
Constantine, “Even my own Bethlehem, as it now is, that most venerable spot in the whole 
world...was overshadowed by a grove of Tammuz...that is of Adonis; and in the very cave 
where the infant Christ had uttered His earliest cry lamentation was made for the paramour of 
Venus!” It is not clear from the letter whether or not such lamentation still occurred in his own 
time (ca. 395 CE). 

The case for there having been a god named Dod or Dodo is strengthened by the 
occurrence of the name Dodo in II Sam 23:9. That “Dodo” was a theophoric name seems highly 
likely. A.H. Sayce long ago equated David with Dodo. “That David’s first name was El-hanan 
(or Baal-hanan) has long been suspected, since it is stated in one passage that Elhanan the son 
of a Bethlehemite ‘slew Goliath the Gittite, the staff of whose spear was like a weaver’s beam’ 
(2 Sam. 21:19), while the feat is elsewhere ascribed to David; and at the head of the thirty 
mighty men of David is placed Elhanan the son of Dodo the Bethlehemite, where we should 
probably read ‘Elhanan who is Dodo’ or David (2 Sam. 23:24). As thirty names follow that of 
Elhanan, he cannot himself have been one of the thirty, and being ranked with them must have 
been their head” (Lectures on the Origin and Growth of Religion, 53). 

64 See Athas, The Tel Dan Inscription. 

6 See Compston, The Inscription on the Stele of Mesa‘ Commonly Called the 
Moabite Stone and Dearman, Studies in the Mesha Inscription and Moab. 
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Dan inscription is not a forgery, I think that what the famous epigrapher 
André Lemaire® interpreted to mean “House of David” in his reading of 
BYTDWD in line 9 is actually a reference to a town—*Beth-Dod—where the 
cult of Dod was headquartered.’ To date, no compelling archaeological 
evidence has ever been discovered attesting to a historical King David or the 
historicity of the supposed “United Monarchy of Israel and Judah.” It seems 
just as reasonable to postulate that BYTDWD refers to a hitherto unattested 
town as to an uncertain king.“ (Just how treacherous the subject of ancient 
word meanings can be is evident in the Palmyrene dialect of Aramaic, where 
DWD meant “cauldron” or “boiling pot,” and BT DWD’ meant “kitchen.”) 

The transition from DWD being a hypocoristic or title to being the 
personal name David would have been easy, as with “Jesus” evolving from 
yeshua’ (savior), Christ from christos (anointed), and Augustus from augustus 
(sacred, venerable). It seems highly likely that the “King David” of the 
Hebrew Bible was a reification of a Canaanite deity DWD, as no compelling 
archaeological evidence of any historical King David or his kingdom has ever 
been found. The dynastic term “House of David” probably originated at the 
same time the character of the mythical King David was created and a 
Solomonic tradition was united with a Davidic tradition. The Solomonic 
thread then gave rise to a complex “wisdom literature” which in turn formed 
the foundation from which Jewish and Christian magical practices sprang.” 


66 Lemaire, “‘House of David’ Restored in Moabite Inscription.” See also, Lemaire, 
“La dynastie davidique,” 11:17—19. 

67 *Beth-Dédd would be formed by analogy with Beth-El, Beth-Shemesh, etc. 

68 Tn the inscription, there is no word-divider dot between BYT (“house,” “town,” 
“temple,” “dynasty”) and DWD—the component of which the meaning is in dispute. Almost 
certainly, if “Dynasty of David” were the intended meaning, the two components would have 
been separated by a dot. Avraham Biran and Joseph Naveh (see Biran, “Tel Dan Stele’) 
reconstructed the badly damaged three lines of text to read “8. King of Israel, and [I] killed 
[Ahaz]iahu son of [Jehoram kin-] 9. of the House of David, and I set [their towns into ruins and 
turned] 10. their land into [desolation].” “King of the Dynasty of David” is almost absurdly 
awkward, and if the interpretation of the single final letter as being the last letter of the Aramaic 
work milk (“king’’) be correct, “King of Beth-Dod” would be a natural reading of the text. 

6 The likelihood of this being the cult site of a fertility god is increased when one 
considers that David is remembered as much for his sexuality as for his heroism. After paying a 
bride-price of two hundred Philistine foreskins in order to marry King Saul’s daughter Michal, 
he had seven wives, including Bathsheba, plus a potential homoerotic love affair with Jonathan 
(1 Sam. 18:1-4). Moreover, the biblical accounts of the alleged king read like fairy tales. There 
is no compelling evidence for the existence of Saul, David, or Solomon, as well as the so-called 
United Kingdom of Israel and Judah. 

7 Important analyses of the Solomonic literature can be found in Michael Lattke’s 
Hermeneia commentary, The Odes of Solomon. For the Greek text of the Psalms of Solomon, 
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It is hypothesized here that the seed genealogy Jesse — David > 
Solomon formed the point of attachment for all the genealogies in the Hebrew 
Bible. Those in turn were the source from which the authors of the Gospels of 
Matthew and Luke created their conflicting genealogies of Jesus. At some 
point, a thread of messianic tradition developed and was incorporated into the 
genealogical part of the DWD thread when “the Messiah” was identified as 
“the Son of David.” According to the genealogy, the literal “Son of David” 
was Solomon, and it seems probable that a Solomonic thread of tradition lies 
behind the identification of Jesus as “thou son of David” in the “blind 
Bartimaeus” pericope (Mark 10:47-48). Once Jesus had acquired the title 
“Son of David,” Jesse—David’s father, according to the seed genealogy— 
came into the Palestinian part of the Christian braid. At that point, the famous 
messianic verse, “And there shall come forth a rod out of the stem of Jesse, 
and a Branch [netser] shall grow out of his roots” (Isaiah 11:1) could have 
entered the braid, uniting earlier threads with the Nazorean-Nazareth thread— 
the final thread of religious tradition to be discussed in this paper. 


The Nazareth Thread 


Although at least twenty more major “threads of religious tradition” 
will need to be reconstructed and integrated into the braids that formed the 
earliest known varieties of Christianity in order to produce a reasonably 
detailed picture of Christian origins, space allows for discussion of only one 
more—a complex trajectory that must have been crucial: the Nazareth thread. 

Jesus of Nazareth was seemingly unknown to the authors of the 
Pauline corpus, Hebrews, James, and the Johannine and Petrine epistles. He 
makes no appearance in Revelation, and his only appearance in the Gospel of 
Mark is the interpolation of 1:9. In John 1:45, we read of “Jesus the son of 
Joseph of Nazareth” (/ésotin huion tot Joséph ton apo Nazaret). In Acts, he 
appears only once, in 10:38.’! Outside the Gospels and Acts, Nazareth seems 


see Ryle and James, Psalms of the Pharisees. For the Syriac text of both the Psalms and Odes, 
see Harris, The Odes and Psalms of Solomon. 

71 The reference in Acts 10:37-38 (...apo tés Galilaias... Iésotin ton apo Nazaréth) is 
very similar to the interpolation in Mark 1:9 (lésotis apo Nazaret tés Galilaias). In both 
passages, “Jesus” is inarticulate, and the Markan title is identical to that in Matt. 21:11. These 
are the only three instances of “Jesus,” “Nazareth,” and “Galilee” appearing together in the 
same passage. It would appear that Matt. 21:11 was the source of both the Markan interpolation 
and the reference in Acts. The addition of the explanatory “Galilee” to the title seems to imply 
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to be completely unknown during the first century of the Christian era. It is 
not documented in the Hebrew Bible, the Talmud (although it names sixty- 
three other Galilean towns), or Josephus (who names forty-five other cities 
and villages of Galilee though he was quite familiar with Japha during “the 
Jewish War,” a village just over one mile from present-day Nazareth). No pre- 
Christian historian or geographer knows of the town. Origen (ca. 182—ca. 254) 
did not know where it was located, even though he lived in Caesarea, just 
thirty miles from the present town. He even made efforts to locate the town 
and other Gospel sites. Interestingly, he was not sure if the town should be 
called Nazareth or Nazara (a variant spelling in some extant manuscripts). 

If, as supposed, Matthew’s Gospel is the earliest attestation of a 
Galilean town called Nazareth (or Nazara), what was the source of his 
information? It would appear that the Nazareth thread takes its origin from 
Isaiah 11:1: “And there shall come forth a rod out of the stem of Jesse, and a 
Branch (netser, n-s-r) shall grow out of his roots.” In the Sinaitic Syriac 
version of John 1:45, Nazareth is spelled with the same three consonants as 
the Hebrew word for “branch,”” but with the addition of a final ¢ (n-s-r-f).™ 
In Syriac, the relationship between “Nazareth” and the netser of Isaiah 11:1 is 
an easy connection. In the Peshitta, the word for Christian is spelled n-s-r-y-’ 
and the Greek Nazdraios is rendered the exact same way in the Syriac 
translation. For the Syrian Christians, Nazdraios is equivalent to the title 
Christian!” 

In the Greek spelling of Nazareth (Nazard, Nazaréth), however, the 
core consonants are n-z-r, not n-s-r. Does this rule out Isaiah’s netser as the 
origin of the name Nazareth—perhaps indicating the Hebrew nazir (n-z-r), 
“separated,” “ascetic,” as the actual etymon? Probably not. Before the itacistic 
transformation of the Greek language, the Greek letter zeta was actually a 
voiced fricattve—dz—not the voiced equivalent of s in present-day 


that it was necessitated potentially by Nazareth not being completely known at the time Mark’s 
Gospel was written. 

” The very existence of Nazareth at the turn of the era is in contention. For a 
meticulous critique that disputes the archeological claims of an inhabited Nazareth during 
Jesus’ supposed lifetime, see Salm, The Myth of Nazareth and Salm, NazarethGate. 

® The sodhé of Syriac is the historical-linguistic equivalent of the Hebrew tsade 
(Brockelmann, Syrishe Grammatik, 5). 

74 See Bensly, Harris, and Burkitt, The Four Gospels in Syriac, 236. 

% In Acts 26:28, Agrippa says to Paul, “You almost persuade me to become a 
Christian” (Chreistianon is the reading in B), but previously (Acts 24:5) he is accused of being 
a member of the Nazoraion, and it seems clear that a Nazorean was the same thing as a 
Christian to the author of Acts. 
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pronunciation. During the first century, then, the closest equivalent to the 
voiceless Hebrew letter tsade (s) was the voiced fricative dzeta. Hence, the 
speculation that the Greek n-z-r (Nazareth) was the closest in pronunciation to 
Isaiah’s n-s-r (netser, branch). 

More than a century ago, Champlin Burrage offered an explanation of 
how both netser and nazir etymologies for Nazdraios became confused. In 
attempting to explain the puzzling “He shall be called a Nazarene” of Matthew 
2:23, he argued that both Matthew and Luke made use of the story of 
Samson’s birth in Judges 13 where, in verse 5, it is said that “the child shall be 
a Nazarite (nazir, n-z-y-r) unto God from the womb.” Whereas Matthew 
implausibly applied his borrowing to Jesus, Luke more reasonably applied his 
borrowing to John the Baptizer. According to Burrage, 


The word Nazoraios by which n-z-y-r is translated in Matthew ... 
presupposes the use of the Hebrew unpointed text in which vod was 
naturally mistaken by the translator for vaw. The word accordingly, in this 
instance [emphasis original], is certainly a translation of n-z-y-r and really 
stands for Nazirite, whereas the sense of the passage requires it to be read 
Nasarene (Nazarene, the secondary meaning of Nasdraios).’° 


The earliest spelling of the name of the city appears to be Nazard as 
attested in Luke 4:16 (%, B*), which is easily derived from the n-s-r of Isaiah. 
The later variant of the name ending in ¢, ¢, or @would appear simply to be the 
construct form of a feminine name of a city or country. Young’s Analytical 
Concordance to the Bible lists twenty-nine occurrences of the word 
“Nazareth” in the KJV. In fact, however, in only twelve of those cases does 
that exact word appear in the Greek text. In over half of the verses cited, the 
Greek text has nazdraios, nazarénos, or spelling variants thereof.” 

Traditionally, these words have been interpreted to be toponymics, 
signifying origin in a place called Nazareth. I suggest, however, that they are 
actually messianic titles derived from the Hebrew netser of Isaiah 11:1.” 
“Jesus the Nazorean” or “Jesus the Nazarene” would then equate to “Jesus the 


76 Burrage, Nazareth and the Beginnings of Christianity, 46. 

77 For example, see the bewildering variant spellings in the MSS cited in Swanson, 
New Testament Greek Manuscripts: Variant Readings Arranged in Horizontal Lines against 
Codex Vaticanus, Luke. 

Tn Targum Jonathan to the Prophets concerning Isaiah 11:1, netser is equated to 
the title m ‘shiyha ‘ (Messiah). 
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Branch.” Or, if “Jesus” had not yet become a personal name, “ho Jésotis ho 
Nazoraios”’ would be a double title: “The Savior, the Branch.”” 

Could there have been a messianic group identifying itself with the 
Branch of Isaiah 11:1? We have already seen that Christians were originally 
called Jessaeans in reference to that verse. Could there have been another— 
perhaps rival—sect deriving its name from a different word of the same verse? 

Champlin Burrage claimed that primitive Christians (Nazoraioi) were 
related to Essenes (= Jessaeans?) and inhabited the region around the Sea of 
Galilee up to Caesarea Philippi.*’ Burrage argued that the region of Galilee 
inhabited by the proto-Christian Nazoraeans was called Nasara/Nazara.*' Is 
there any evidence to support his claim? Consider the following. 

The “Sea of Galilee” would have been an important part of the Nazara 
region, and it is of interest to note that another Gospel name for the lake is 
Gennesaret (e.g., Mark 6:53; Luke 5:1). “Gennesaret” is unknown in the 
Hebrew Bible, where the lake is called Chinnereth. Here, the name appears to 
be of late creation, almost surely sometime in the first century CE. 
Interestingly, Pliny the Elder names the lake Genesara, paralleling the form 
Nazara (Nazareth) in the best manuscripts of the New Testament.** The 
etymology of “Gennesaret” may hold a further clue to the etymology of 
“Nazareth.” The -nesaret part of the name would appear to be derived from 
the netser of Isaiah 11:1, a case where the Hebrew tsade is transliterated into 
Greek (and Latin) with a sigma instead of a zeta.*’ That being the case, it 
remains to explain the meaning of the prefix ge(n)-. Gesenius’ Hebrew and 
English Lexicon (page 162-A) discusses an unused Hebrew root VGWH, 
V\GYH, VGY’ that has a core meaning of “flowing together.” From this is 


7 In the Gospel of Mark, there are ninety-four occurrences of the word “Jésotis,” and 
in all but one of them (the interpolation of Mark 1:9), the name is accompanied by the definite 
article whenever it is grammatically possible. This seems to indicate that “ho Jésozis” still had 
titular significance in the earlier stage of composition, but “Jésozis” had become a personal 
name by the time of the interpolation. 

8° Burrage, Nazareth and the Beginnings of Christianity. 

8! Although Burrage identifies “Nazaret” as a feminine construct form in Hebrew, he 
offers no suggestion as to what the second term of the construct might have been. However, 
“Galilee” would be a likely second term. The Greek Nazareét tés Galilaias of Matt. 21:11 and 
Mark 1:9 would be a perfect rendering of a Hebrew construct pair. 

82 “Thus, at the first opportunity afforded by the formation of the valleys it widens out 
into a lake usually called the Sea of Genesara” (ergo ubi prima convallium fuit occasion, in 
lacum se fundit quem plures Genesaram vocant.) See Rackham, Pliny, 274-75. 

83 Burrage cites Matt. 1:3 where the tsade of the name Pharets in LXX 1 Chron. 2:5 is 
transliterated with sigma instead of zeta to produce the name Phares, and the name hetsron 
becomes Hesrom (Burrage, Nazareth and the Beginnings of Christianity, 8n). 
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derived the Hebrew word goy/goyim for a confluence of men* and the word 
gey, a valley, from the confluence of water. Given these facts, I would analyze 
the name Gennesaret as meaning “the valley of Nazara/Nasara”—the valley of 
the Nazarenes; that is to say, the valley of the Messiah-ans or Christians. 

Pliny wrote that “Coele-Syria contains the town of Kulat el Mudik, 
separated by the river Marsyas from the tetrarchy of the Nazerines 
(Nazerinorum tetrarchia).”* Burrage provided no evidence that Nazerinorum 
tetrarchia was a “tetrarchy of Nazarines,” but the Latin name is easily derived 
from the variant spelling Nazariné in minuscule manuscripts 33 and f ” at 
Luke 4:34. That there was a region of Galilee populated by proto-Christians— 
Nazoreans—seems likely both from the book of Acts and from the Emperor 
Julian’s diatribe, Against the Galilaeans. According to Wilmer Cave Wright, 
both Julian (331-363 CE) and Epictetus (ca. 50—ca. 135 CE) always referred to 
Christians as Galileans. Julian’s letters provide valuable information 
concerning the question of Burrage’s postulated Nazare/Nasara region of 
Galilee. In his “Letter to Photinus” (the Heresiarch), he praises Photinus for 
his view that a real god cannot move into a woman’s womb, and he refers to a 
certain “Diodorus, a charlatan priest (magus) of the Nazarenes (Nazaraei).” 
Clearly, “the Nazarene” is Jesus, and Diodorus is a magician priest of the 
Nazorean sect. A few lines further on, Jesus is referred to as “that new-fangled 
Galilaean god of his (Diodorus)—illum novum eius deum Galilaeum.”* This 
seems to imply that Nazoreans are the same thing as Galileans, and it is at 
least in harmony with the hypothesis of a Nazorean region in Galilee. 

Tantalizingly, Julian accuses Diodorus of being “a corrupter of laws 
and customs, of pagan (Helenic) Mysteries and Mysteries of the gods of the 
underworld” (corruptorem legum et rationum et mysteriorum paganorum et 
deorum infernorum). How this may relate to uses of the term “mystery” in the 
New Testament and early church fathers is a thread that needs to be 
investigated, as well. Julian was an initiate of several of the Mystery Religions 
including Mithraism,*’ and his claim that there were things in Christianity that 
were “corruptions” of sources in the Mystery cults needs to be evaluated. 

If Galileans are the same thing as Nazoreans, we can make better 
sense of the puzzling reference to “the Galileans whose blood Pilate had 


84 Cf. the “beyond Jordan, in Galilee of the nations” of Isa. 9:1 and the “beyond 
Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles” of Matt. 5:15. 

85 Rackham, Pliny, 282. 

86 Wright, The Works of the Emperor Julian, Vol. II, 188-89, 313. 

87 See the introduction to Oration 4 in Wright, The Works of the Emperor Julian, Vol. 
I, 350-51. 


145 


Zindler: New Paradigm 


mingled with their sacrifices” (Luke 13:1—2). People wondered if “these 
Galileans...must have been greater sinners than anyone else in Galilee.” Just 
exactly who are these Galileans who were put to death by Pilate? For what 
crime had they been executed? This pericope is unique to “L”—the oral or 
written source known only to the Lucan author—and so it is information from 
the Lucan past being worked into the Jesus story as a dialogue between Jesus 
and “some people.”** It seems likely that by the time of the author, the 
primordial equation Galileans = Christians had been forgotten and the Lucan 
Jesus is made to react only to the geographic meaning that survives to the 
present. Were the sacrificing Galileans leaders of the Nazorean sect and thus, 
in the eyes of the government, “greater sinners than anyone else in Galilee?” If 
there is a seed of historicity in the story, it seems to me this is likely. 

In Luke 22:59 Peter is called “a Galilean,” and Pilate asks if Jesus 
himself were a Galilean in Luke 23:6. In this context, the term appears 
geographic. However, considering the many ways in which the Lucan Passion 
account differs from its Markan source and other canonical Gospels, it is once 
again reasonable to ask if here too the author is unaware of the earlier meaning 
of the term “Galilean,” and is using the designation merely as a geographic 
term—much as the Greek /ésous Nazoraios was already understood as Jesus 
coming from a place called Nazareth, rather than Jesus the Nazorean (i.e., the 
Messiah). Considering also the inquisitorial context in which the term 
Galilean occurs, and the almost accusatorial tone of Pilate’s asking if Jesus is 
a Galilean—a sect the Romans may have persecuted as criminals against the 
state—it again seems likely that the term Galilean (even in the Passion 
narrative) should be understood anachronistically to mean “Christian.”* 

“Jesus of Nazareth,” then, appears to be one of the final evolutionary 
stages of development, originating with the “Branch out of Jesse” of Isaiah 
11:1. After being part of the double title “The Savior (Yeshua’), the Branch 
(Netser),” the title could have morphed into “Jesus the Nazorean” (a personal 
name plus title). When the title “Nazorean” no longer made sense, it became a 
toponymic—Nazara/Nazaret—and “Jesus of Nazareth” came into existence.” 


88 Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke (X—XXIV), 1004. 

89 Tt is hard to find a reason why Pilate would want to know if Jesus came from 
Galilee. Of what significance would that have been for a trial? If, however, “Galilean” meant 
membership in a proscribed theo-political group, it would be one of the first things Pilate would 
want to know. 

° Tt is possible that the transformation was catalyzed by the struggle of proto- 
Orthodoxy against Docetic groups. If Jesus had a body, he had to have a mother and genealogy. 
Eventually, a hometown would have become a necessity. 
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Conclusion 


The new paradigm and model for the study of Christian origins 
presented here is, without a doubt, an oversimplification. The hypothesized 
braiding together of a mystery Christ-cult thread with a Palestinian messianic 
Jesus cult being the foundational fusion from which all early Christian groups 
developed does not take notice of the fact that both of the “threads” were 
themselves complex braids that must be unwoven before a clear picture 
emerges even of that inaugural conjunction. It is probable that besides the four 
threads discussed in this article, at least twenty more such trajectories would 
need to be elucidated before it becomes possible to outline the time sequence 
in which the features of the early Christian cults emerged and to discern the 
evolutionary relationship between these disparate groups. 

Historical Jesus research hitherto has had to be carried out within the 
confines of a Procrustean-bed model—a model requiring Christianity to have 
begun at a single point in time and space. Only by freeing ourselves from that 
methodological box can a truly social-scientific investigation begin to deal 
with the problem of Christian origins. I conclude that Christian origins must 
be studied in the same way the origins of Greco-Roman, Egyptian, and Indic 
religions have been studied. The “Christian exceptionalism” constraining 
Historical Jesus research must yield to a more secular, scientific methodology. 
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